Infection with Rhodococcus equi has been recognized as an important cause of foal pneumonia for many years. Less frequently, R. equi has been associated with foal colitis and uncommonly isolated from adult horses and various other animal species.
. Cross section of lung from an aborted Standardbred fetus. Note the multiple pale foci scattered throughout the parenchyma.
gram-staining affinity (personal observation); however, there was very strong gram-positive staining of the bacteria in this case. The strong staining might be explained by the fact that this pneumonia appears to have been relatively acute and disseminated, with minimal degradation of bacteria, whereas many cases of foal rhodococcal pneumonia are associated with large abscesses and extensive caseonecrosis, indicating a longer course of infection. 1, 2 The route of bacterial entrance to the fetus is speculative, particularly because neither placental tissues nor uterine cultures accompanied the fetus. Microscopically, the lesions were limited to the lungs and involved many bronchioles. In addition, the organism was cultured in high numbers within both the lung tissue and stomach contents, suggesting the organism might havebeen present in the amniotic fluid and thus been inhaled/ingested rather than being disseminated directly through the vasculature. Although there were no other cases of rhodococcal pneumonia on the farm, the mare had suffered from severe pneumonia asa foal several years previously. If the previous pneumonia had been due to R. equi, an internal abscess might have remained and served as a nidus of infection for the current fetal infection. Another possibility would be contamination of the vagina and an ascending infection passing through the cervix into the uterus; in 1 study, R. equi was isolated from cervical cultures of 3% of mares examined. 1 No previous descriptions of rhodococcal pneumonia in an equine fetus were found in the literature. Although R. equi is listed as an occasional cause of bacterial abortion 8 and several investigators have isolated R. equi from various tissues (stomach contents, kidney, blood) of aborted equine fetuses or from mare uterine cultures, 1,3,7,10 no gross or mi-croscopic descriptions of inflammatory reactions have been reported in these previous cases, raising doubt as to the significance of the isolate. This is the first documented case of rhodococcal abortion associated with fetal lesions. Recent reviews of over 1,200 equine abortions and stillbirths failed to detect any cases of R. equi infection. 4, 5 In spite of the relatively frequent occurrence of R. equi in equine feces and soil samples and its high pathogenicity in foals, this infection remains a rarely recognized cause of equine abortion.
